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1. Executive Summary 
Many see the Eurasian Otter (Lutra lutra) as a conservation success story. Having survived centuries 
of persecution in England, they found themselves on the verge of extinction in the 1960s due to toxic 
pesticides and water pollution. In 1978 the endangered otter became a protected species and otter 
hunting was banned in England and Wales under the Conservation of Wild Creatures and Wild Plants 
(Otters) Order 19771. At this point, relatively few of these native apex predators remained in river 
valleys across England.  
Today the Eurasian Otter is a European Protected Species (EPS), afforded protection under the 
Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2017 and the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 (as 
amended). With the highest level of protection, it is illegal to capture, kill, disturb or injure otters, and 
to obstruct, damage or destroy breeding or resting places. Those found guilty can get up to six months 
in prison and an unlimited fine. In September 2016 Natural England granted a CL36 ‘class licence’ to 
live capture and remove otters trapped in fenced fisheries to prevent damage.  
The gradual recovery of the species can be traced over time through reference to the five national 
otter surveys of England (1977-1979, Lenton et al., 1980; 1984-1986, Strachan et al., 1990; 1991-1994, 
Strachan and Jefferies, 1996; 2000-2002, Crawford, 2003; 2009-2010, Crawford, 2010). The first 
national otter survey was carried out between 1977 and 1979. Of the 2,940 sites surveyed only 170 
(5.8%) showed evidence of otters. However, enhanced legal protection, alongside reduced pollution 
and cleaner waterways (for example, through changing agricultural and industrial practices) led to a 
marked change in their geographical spread. For example, the fifth otter survey of England in 2009-
2010 surveyed 3327 sites, with 1874 (56.3%) showing evidence of otters. Soon after this survey two 
otters were spotted in Kent, signalling their return to every English county (McCarthy, 2011). 
According to the Natural England joint publication, A Review of the Population and Conservation Status 
of British Mammals (Mathews et al, 2018), the estimated British otter population is now 11,000. 
Despite this, uncertainty surrounds otter numbers, with some academics pointing to the 
methodological limitations of estimating a population using ‘spraints’ (Jupp et al, 2012; Yoxon and 
Yoxon).2  
The re-emergence of otters in previously vacant catchments and associated predation has been 
recognised as problematic by a number of stakeholders for a considerable period of time, as 
demonstrated by the 2008 report Otters and Stillwater Fisheries (Jay et al, 2008) and IOSF Otters and 
Fisheries Conference Report (Jupp et al, 2012). More recently, some stakeholders have become 
increasingly frustrated by otter predation with requests for ‘non-lethal means of control’ (Petch 2018) 
and a relaxation of protected status (Paisley, 2013; Paisley, 2017; Paisley and Heylin, 2019; Allen and 
Pemberton, 2019). In January 2017 an item on BBC1’s Countryfile also suggested that there was 
‘growing pressure from anglers to cull otters’, leading to largely divisive and misleading national media 
reports (Press Association, 2017).  
Hence more evidence-based research is required on issues relating to otter predation. This report 
responds to such a call. It focuses on three case study areas: (i) Suffolk; (ii) Somerset; and (iii) Kent, 
and with such areas selected to reflect the range of issues of contemporary relevance to otter 
predation. Information was collected and analysed from 53 participants in total across the three case 
                                                          
1 The species gained similar protection in Scotland in 1981 and Northern Ireland in 1985. 
2 The main issue about accuracy is the average density figure used for otter occupancy, especially as otters 
become more widespread and distribution covers the majority of catchments. Population estimates are based 
on distribution assessments from spraint surveys (not number of spraints), and it is understood this is a 
minimum distribution. 
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study areas and from four stakeholder categories – (i) wildlife groups; (ii) angling clubs; (iii) fisheries; 
and (iv) anglers.  
 
In summary, the report highlights the influences and implications of human and non-human otter 
relations, including temporal and spatial differences towards otter predation and spaces of human-
otter conflict and / or co-existence. In turn, the report presents a number of recommendations for 
local and national predation management and otter conservation. These include:  
 addressing misconceptions around the reintroduction of otters through the development of 
a multi-agency communications strategy. It is proposed that key stakeholders such as the 
Environment Agency, Angling Trust, Natural England, the Royal Society for the Prevention of 
Cruelty to Animals (RSPCA), Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) and the Wildlife 
Trust should be invited to participate in a focused workshop to develop such a strategy. The 
workshop would critically consider the key messages to be conveyed to the wider public in 
relation to otter predation, as well as the mechanisms to deliver the communications 
strategy. This would include a focus on addressing historical misconceptions concerned with 
the reintroduction of otters into particular environments, the challenges associated with the 
release of otters that have been subject to rehabilitation, and addressing the notion that it is 
purely the otter that is responsible for the death / decline of large fish in the context of 
stillwaters; 
 
 to inform and update existing guides which are focused on ‘myth busting’ in relation to the 
otter (for example, ‘Otters: the facts’; Angling Trust, 2010); 
 
 to critically consider the issues relating to the release of rehabilitated otters, including the 
perspectives of both the angling community and the wildlife community. By updating the 
‘Otter Rehabilitation’ guidelines it would standardise the approach of those involved. 
Adoption a ‘code of practice’ to cover releases, and some basic reporting would help the 
understanding and acceptance of all involved; 
 
 to consider the merits of introducing a ‘live secure’ system in order to log otter sightings and 
to consider how such a system could work in practice, including issues relating to 
administration, management, on-going resourcing and sharing evidence; 
 
 to point different stakeholders towards recent work by the Angling Trust on the development 
of otter-proof fencing advice for stillwater fisheries;  
 
 to review the CL36 licence process, including the need for a suitable pool of trainees and ‘fit 
and proper’ individuals with the requisite skills and experience to sign off CL36 licenses on a 
case-by-case basis; and 
 
 to seek resources in order to commission a sixth national otter survey to identify the 
geographical spread and patterning of the otter given that the last survey was conducted in 
2009-2010.  
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2. Context 
2.1. Decline of the Eurasian Otter in England 
As far back as 1951, the Report of the Committee on Cruelty to Wild Animals by John Scott Henderson 
stated that otters ‘are regarded as scarcer than is in fact the case’, and concluded that they were ‘well 
distributed on most of the waterways, pools and lakes of Great Britain’. The Otter Report (Stephens, 
1958, p.8), published seven years later, also maintained the species is ‘far more numerous in the 
British Isles than is generally realised’, but ‘otters are rather sparsely distributed’. Soon after, the 
hunting community ﬁrst noticed declining otter numbers (Ivestor Lloyd, 1962). A voluntary restriction 
on killing otters was adopted from 1964, although the Eastern Counties Otter Hounds were still killing 
otters in the 1970s (Downing, 1988).  
The Mammal Society was commissioned to investigate the reduction in otter numbers in 1968 and 
with their results subsequently confirming that there had been ‘a very considerable decrease in the 
otter population’ (Mammal Society, 1969 p.16). Further evidence of decline emerged when the 
Mammal Society published their second report (1974, p.429), and found that ‘in the Midlands 
especially the decline continues, and the otter can truthfully be described as a locally endangered 
species’. This was reinforced by two independent surveys carried out in Suffolk (West, 1975) and 
Norfolk (Macdonald and Mason, 1976). Chanin and Jefferies (1978, p.325) identified toxic chemicals 
as the main cause of a decline in the numbers of otters, stating that: ‘huge wildlife casualties were a 
feature of the English countryside from 1956 to 1961 when the organochlorine insecticides, dieldrin, 
aldrin and heptachlor were used as cereal and seed dressings’. Growing concerns for the otter species 
saw the emergence of the Otter Trust in 1971, World Conservation (IUCN) Otter Specialist Group in 
1974, Friends of the Earth Otter Campaign in 1976, and creation of the Joint Otter Group (JOG) in 
1976. The ﬁrst JOG report, Otters (O’Connor et al, 1977 p.23), concluded there had been a ‘downward 
trend’, and ‘no suggestion of any improvement’ in numbers.  
After a number of failed otter protection Bills (Hansard, 1969; 1972; 1977), 248 MPs subsequently 
signed a motion urging for the otter’s legal protection in 1977. Scientific surveys, animal campaigning, 
public support and political pressure further facilitated a decision to amend existing legislation and 
protect the otter under the Conservation of Wild Creatures and Wild Plants (Otters) Order 1977. From 
January 1 1978, it became illegal to kill, injure, take, or attempt to do any of these things to an otter 
in England and Wales; this extended to Scotland with The Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981; and was 
strengthened through the EC Habitats Directive, which was transposed into UK law through the 
Conservation (Natural Habitats &c) Regulations 1994 (as amended). The Eurasian otter gained ‘priority 
species’ status through The UK Biodiversity Action Plan (1994) and is classed as a European Protected 
Species (EPS) under the Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2017. 
 
2.2. Return of the Eurasian Otter in England 
The five national otter surveys of England have traced the gradual recovery of the protected Eurasian 
Otter (1977-1979, Lenton et al., 1980; 1984-1986, Strachan et al., 1990; 1991-1994, Strachan and 
Jefferies, 1996; 2000-2002, Crawford, 2003; 2009-2010, Crawford, 2010). The first national survey was 
conducted in 28 alternative 50km squares between 1977 and 1979. Of the 2,940 sites surveyed only 
170 (5.8%) showed evidence of otters. This increased to 687 (23%) in 1991-94, 1066 (36%) in 2000-02 
and 1726 (59%) in 2009-10. The recovery and geographical spread did not happen evenly across 
England, as illustrated in Figure 1.  
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Figure 1: A comparison of positive otter sites in the first and fifth national otter surveys of England 
   
Source: Crawford, 2010 no pagination  
 
However, one of the consequences of the increased geographical spread of otters has been an 
‘increased concern about predation, particularly on still water fisheries and on specimen fish’ 
(Crawford, 2010 no pagination). There have been various high-profile media reports about otter 
predation: ‘Anglers call for a clampdown on otters after Big Lady - one of Britain’s biggest and best-
known freshwater fish – is killed’ (Newton, 2015), for example. There have also been local cases where 
the use of illegal nets and traps have killed otters (Environment Agency, 2019).  
At a national level there has been stakeholder collaboration in response to otter predation. 
Recognising the growing ‘conflict with angling groups’, in 2000 the UK Biodiversity Action Plan Steering 
Group persuaded the Otter Trust to end their programme of reintroducing captive bred otters 
(Scholey in Jupp et al 2012, p. 26). In 2008 the Wildlife Trust, Environment Agency and Water for 
Wildlife published a joint report on Otters and Stillwater Fisheries. In the introduction, it was 
acknowledged that that there was ‘an increasing likelihood of otter predation occurring at any fishery’ 
and that ‘anglers have to accept the associated risks posed to specimen fisheries in particular, and 
manage them where possible’. Consequently, fencing was strongly recommended as ‘the only 
effective long term solution’ (Jay et al, 2008 p. 3). During the period 2010-2018, 120 stillwater fisheries 
received funding towards otter-proof fencing. An estimated total of £125,000 was provided directly 
from the Environment Agency between 2010 and 2014 inclusive. Rod licence contributions from the 
Environment Agency have since been made available to fisheries through the Angling Improvement 
Fund (AIF), with small AIF grants for otter-proof fencing amounting to £488,623 from 2015 to 2018 
inclusive; rod licence income also funds the employment of two full-time Angling Trust Fishery 
Management Advisors (FMAs) (Allen et al, 2019). 
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In November 2012, the IOSF held the Otters and Fisheries Conference in Edinburgh, Scotland. The three 
main aims were to: (1) determine whether a perceived tension between otter conservationists and 
anglers was real, and if so, how widespread such tensions were geographically and among which 
stakeholders; (2) to discover and eliminate misinformation; and (3) to find a way forward for both 
otter conservation and anglers (Jupp et al, 2012 p.4). Acknowledging that otter predation was a ‘Huge 
issue Europe-wide’, the conference attendees concluded that ‘doing nothing was simply not an 
option’, and recognised that ‘conflict is not otter-fish but human-human, so the solution is with 
humans, not with otters’. On-going stakeholder engagement was considered vital, as was a 
sociological investigation of otters and fisheries (Jupp et al, 2012 p.34-37). 
Between 2012 and 2019 seven applications were made for the legal lethal control of otters on a case-
by-case basis. As Table 1 shows, two were withdrawn, four rejected and one was issued for relocation 
rather than as a method of lethal control (Natural England, 2019).  
Table 1: Licence applications for lethal control of otters  
 
Source: Natural England, 2019 
Recognising that otters sometimes get trapped inside fenced fisheries (otter predation generally 
occurs in unfenced waters) and compromising otter welfare, the UK Wild Otter Trust and Angling Trust 
agreed that ‘a practical, non-lethal, legal solution’ was needed to humanely manage such situations, 
and lobbied for a formal licencing arrangement. In September 2016, Natural England issued a CL36 
‘class licence’ to capture and transport otters trapped in fenced fisheries to prevent damage, with 
strict guidelines to release otters outside the fenced perimeter ‘in the vicinity of the fishery and close 
to a water body’ (Natural England, 2016a p. 3; Allen et al, 2019a).3 The Chief Executive of Natural 
England announced that ‘The new class licence is a common-sense approach that will benefit both 
otters and fisheries… Having a group of trained people who can operate under the licence will avoid 
the need for individual licence applications’ (James Cross cited by Natural England, 2016b). Allen et al 
(2019b p. 153) conducted an impact assessment of the licence, concluding it ‘has become an 
                                                          
3 This guideline takes into account the welfare issues associated with the release of rehabilitated otters into 
areas where others already exist (Simpson, 2006). 
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important bridge between’ stakeholders, and ‘a useful access point for knowledge exchange about 
the effectiveness of otter-proof fencing’. 
Recently, a joint workshop - ‘Otter Predation – Finding Ways Forward’, was hosted by the Angling 
Trust and Institute of Fisheries Management (June 2018). The key objectives were to ‘highlight myths 
and facts around the impacts of the otter revival on fish and fisheries’ and ‘examine practical measures 
that can be delivered’. A national stakeholder study by Allen and Pemberton (2018; 2019) has 
examined the inter-relations between the otter and a multiplicity of different rural actors that are re-
shaping the English countryside in different ways. The study identified that there was common 
agreement amongst national stakeholders that otters could be excluded from certain rural landscapes 
(specifically managed stillwater fisheries) where there was a good reason or accumulated evidence of 
the need, but also identified that there was more variance in opinion as to what should be done in 
rural spaces which cannot be fenced.  
Beyond England, there have also been a number of international studies examining stakeholder 
perspectives of Eurasian Otter predation and which are useful in informing on-going research. These 
include studies undertaken in Austria (Bodner, 1995a; 1995b) Central Europe (Kranz, 2000; Špur et al, 
2018), Czech Republic (Adámek et al, 2003; Václavíková et al, 2011; Poledníková et al, 2014), Germany 
(Klenke et al, 2013; Mysiak et al, 2013), Greece (Liordos et al, 2019), Poland (Kloskowski, 2005a; 
Kloskowski, 2005b; Kloskowski, 2011), Portugal (Freitas et al, 2007), Scotland (Carss et al, 1990; Kruuk, 
1995) and Wales (Whitby et al, 2010). Such work has highlighted evidence of increased human-animal 
conflict in relation to recovering otter populations due to actual and perceived losses of commercial 
fish. Such work has also proposed the inclusion of a wider set of stakeholder perspectives in otter 
predation management and communication strategies. However, gaps in knowledge in relation to 
temporal and spatial differences to human-otter relations at a national and local level remain (notably 
in the context of England), and hence inform the need for further work on perceptions on otter 
predation and implications for management practices. 
 
2.3. Framing the Otter and Recreational Angling Perspectives 
The emergence of an ‘animal geographies’ literature (Wolch and Emel, 1995; 1998) has highlighted 
the differing ways in which animals are regarded as either ‘equal’ or ‘unequal’ to humans. In relation 
to the Eurasian Otter this means that it is either seen as being subject to organisation and 
management in the context of ‘Animal Spaces’, or alternatively as a more unregulated and challenging 
species which shapes ‘Beastly places’. Consequently, these two approaches highlight the conflicting 
ways that otter predation can be viewed.  
In particular, squirrels and badgers can be focused upon to highlight the ways in which the Eurasian 
Otter may be deemed as ‘killable’ or ‘unkillable’. For example, in respect of discussions around what 
motivates practitioners to control squirrels with lethal methods, Crowley et al (2018) identified four 
‘modes of killing’ and indeed what made the species ‘killable’ (Haraway, 2008). These include: (i) 
biodiversity conservation for ‘public good’, (ii) stewardship – involving evenly distributed benefits 
through controlling squirrels, (iii) categorical – societal agreement on whether a species (such as the 
(grey) squirrel (or indeed Eurasian Otter) ‘belongs’ or not, and (iv) recreational – where shooting an 
animal is ‘fair game’.  
With reference to the badger (Melus melus), the tension between science, policy, stakeholders, the 
public and ‘protected’ animal is also clearly evident. The controversy associated with the badger cull 
has generated the ‘good-bad badger paradox’ (Cassidy 2012, Naylor et al, 2017), a binary where the 
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badger is strategically framed by the media as ‘victim’ to be preserved or ‘culprit’ to be managed. On 
the ground, however, attitudes are more complex, with tensions between ‘country experience’, ‘craft 
knowledge’, and ‘state-led guidance’ (Enticott, 2015; Maye et al, 2014). A question of trust also 
extends to farmers, policy makers, government departments, and those responsible for policy 
implementation (Fisher, 2013; Enticott et al, 2014; McCulloch and Reiss, 2017). 
Social science research about human-otter spaces ranges from studies on the cultural identity of the 
species (Allen, 2010); otters as non-human actors in American ecological restoration (Goedeke and 
Rikoon, 2008; Serfass et al, 2014); the role of the otter in the production and re-production of the 
English countryside (Allen and Pemberton, 2018; Allen and Pemberton, 2019); otters as symbols for 
values in the British environmental discourse (Syse, 2013); and the otter as a non-human subject 
around which hunting communities and spatial practices were formed in rural Britain (Allen, 2007; 
Matless et al, 2005; Allen, 2013; Allen et al, 2016).  
The work of Matless et al. (2005) identifies how otter hunters placed the otter ‘within a hunting 
discourse suggesting respect for the animal yet a need to kill to protect human interests’ (p. 200). Such 
interests were not just about protecting property but also extended to the practice of otter hunting 
and associated visions of rural citizenship, country knowledge and moral authority for killing (Allen, 
2007; Allen, 2010; Allen, 2013). Nevertheless, those who have not subscribed to such landscapes of 
the hunted otter have actively opposed them as sites of anti-citizenship and immorality (Allen et al, 
2016). Such issues therefore demand further investigation in a number of different regional contexts 
across England, and in relation to different stakeholder groups and their encounters with the Eurasian 
Otter. 
Indeed, with reference to anglers, their specialised knowledge makes such individuals an important 
‘environmental public’ that is actively involved in the management of water environments. Such 
management is often informal and ‘hands on’ in order for anglers to pursue their own strategic, but 
diverse, goals’ (Eden and Bear, 2012 p.1215). Anglers also value fish in different ways and with those 
involved in recreational angling ‘categorising and differentiating between fish through their fishing 
practices’ (Bear and Eden, 2011 p. 336). With large specimens of fish often caught more than once, 
naming and ‘the taking of a trophy photograph’ contributes to ‘the individuation process in that it 
identifies a distinctively different fish’ (p. 342). Differentiating by species is also common, and with a 
focus on ‘fixed characteristics of (fish) size, power, and intelligence’, including ‘fish rhythmicity’ and 
understandings of the ‘complex spatialities and rhythmicities of river environments’ (p. 344). In 
addition, where wider connections are made between watery landscapes, feeding habits and 
uncertainty over which fish might take the bait, there has often been an aggregation of different 
species as generic fish. These categories are, of course, ‘overlapping and fluid’; but what this illustrates 
is the ways in which different fish – and the ways in which they are viewed and treated – is shaped in 
a number of ways, including the previous experiences of anglers and through conversations with / 
between other anglers (p. 347). Hence again, there is a need to consider such perspectives in the 
context of management strategies for the Eurasian Otter. 
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2.4 Summary  
In overall terms, a review of the literature highlights a number of salient points in respect of the 
‘positioning’ of the otter within rural areas and which are of relevance to framing the study. These 
are as follows:  
i) the extent to which otter spaces are referred to either as ‘animal spaces’ or ‘beastly 
places’ (for example, see Philo and Wilbert, 2000) 
ii) the degree to which the otter is seen as a ‘victim’ or ‘culprit’ (see Cassidy, 2012; Enticott 
et al., 2014; Naylor et al., 2017) 
iii) the extent to which ‘nonhuman charisma’ (the distinguishing features of a non-human 
which influence perceptions by humans) is associated with animals such as the otter 
(Lorimer, 2007; Barua, 2016) 
iv) the extent to which there is spatial and temporal variation in respect of whether the 
otter is seen as ‘killable’ or ‘unkillable’ – i.e. there have been changes over time and 
across and between different spaces in respect of whether the otter can be curtailed 
(Haraway, 2008; Crowley et al., 2017; 2018) 
v) the differing codes of conduct relevant to otters in the rural landscape and the differing 
constraints and opportunities that are of relevance to the otter (see Matless, 1998; 
Matless et al., 2005; Allen et al, 2016) 
vi) the different spaces of encounter of relevance to the otter in the rural - i.e. river 
environments and stillwaters - and the implications for strategies of predation 
management (see Johnson, 2015; Wilson, 2017) 
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3. Approach to the research 
3.1. Drivers for the research 
A previous national study exploring stakeholder perspectives on otter predation (Allen and 
Pemberton, 2018; 2019) identified a need for a regional and local focus, and an investigation of how 
issues relating to otter predation may be differentiated across England. This shaped an application to 
the Environment Agency for funding to support such research. Following negotiations, it was jointly 
agreed to focus on the case study areas of Suffolk, Somerset and Kent. In turn, this shaped the overall 
approach to the research which was concerned with the relationships between fisheries, angling clubs, 
anglers, conservationists, and the otter, in order to understand the perceptions and realities of 
predation in England.  Subsequently a desk-based review was undertaken and led to a number of key 
areas to investigate. 
3.2. Aim and Objectives 
This research examines stakeholder perceptions on otter predation. The overall aim is to provide new 
insights into perceptions of otter predation across a range of different stakeholders from three case 
study areas. The objectives are to:  
 explore and explain spatial differences in otter relations;  
 define inclusionary and exclusionary ‘otter spaces’; and  
 propose physical, policy and intelligence measures to protect spaces of otter predation and 
address misconceptions about the otter. 
3.3. Desk-based literature review 
The literature review (summarised in Chapter 2) highlighted a number of salient points in respect of 
the ‘positioning’ of the otter within rural areas and which are of relevance to the study. The key 
questions which emerged from the literature review were as follows: 
 What are the key spaces of encounter for the otter in different rural areas? 
 What do such spaces of encounter mean in respect of the relations between the otter and 
different rural stakeholders? 
 What are the evolving practices and performances taking place in ‘otter spaces’? 
 What implications are arising for co-existence / conflict in relation to predation of the otter 
and the types of management strategies that are required in different rural areas of England? 
3.4. Sampling approach – case study details and stakeholder selection 
The sampling framework for the study was based on a non-probability approach which seeks analytical 
generalization. Three case study counties were selected based on findings from a previous national 
stakeholder study (Allen and Pemberton, 2019): 
 
Case study area 1: Suffolk - Suffolk was selected as a case study area to exemplify human-otter 
conflict. Fish Adviser lists 33 fishing venues in Suffolk. As well as being home to the oldest otter 
conservation group in the UK, the Otter Trust was central to the reintroduction of captive-bred otters 
to the region in the 1980s and 1990s. 
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Case study area 2: Somerset - Somerset was selected as a case study area to exemplify human-otter 
coexistence. Fish Adviser lists 62 fishing venues in Somerset. Somerset also has the most well-
monitored otter population in England due to regular surveying by the Somerset Otter Group. Their 
annual two-day coordinated survey was initiated by James Williams in 1995, and has subsequently 
been adopted by a number of otter groups across the country. 
 
Case study area 3: Kent - Kent was selected as a case study to exemplify a county with future 
challenges. Fish Adviser lists 63 fishing venues in Kent. Kent was the final county to be re-colonised by 
otters in England. In December 2017, the media reported that Wingham Fishery, near Canterbury, 
installed two miles of otter-proof fencing at a ‘massive cost’ (Burke, 2017).    
 
In each case study area, targeted stakeholders consisted of five wildlife groups, five angling clubs, five 
fisheries and five anglers, and with a total sample envisaged of 60 participants (20 per county). Ethical 
approval for the research was sought and granted by Keele University.  
 
3.5. Data Collection and analysis 
Owing to the relatively low number of specialist wildlife groups in the respective case study areas, 
stakeholders were targeted in relation to organisational or individual expertise in relation to otters. 
Commercial fisheries and angling clubs were selected from the Fishing Info and Fish Advisor websites; 
clubs with mixed waters were prioritised. Access was also gained through national stakeholders 
including the Environment Agency, Angling Trust, Predation Action Group and Carp Society, and face-
to-face networking in each case study area. Anglers were recruited through a call for participants in 
local angling groups on social media websites, such as Facebook. A ‘snowballing’ research 
methodology was subsequently employed to generate further interviewees.  
Participants were invited to interview by email and/or social media private message; everyone who 
contributed to the study was sent an information sheet and signed a consent form agreeing their 
words could be quoted in this report. With poor initial response rates from fisheries and angling clubs, 
participant recruitment was a challenge: in general, the sensitive subject matter may have informed 
decisions around non-participation. For example, in Kent a number of participants chose not to 
contribute as they had ‘no experience of otters’; others also responded with strong views about otters 
and declined the invitation to be interviewed.  
In total 53 participants were recruited for interview (see Table 2 below): 
Table 2. Number of Stakeholders and Participants Interviewed in Case Study Areas 
Case Study Area Wildlife Group Fishery Angling Club Angler Total 
Suffolk 5 4 5 5 19 
Somerset 5 5 4 5 19 
Kent 5 2 3 5 15 
Total 15 11 12 15 53 
 
It was originally intended that face-to-face interviews would be conducted. However, given the 
challenges of recruiting participants and associated logistics and costs within the allocated timeframe, 
in-depth semi-structured telephone interviews were subsequently undertaken. Consequently 53 
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telephone interviews lasting an average of 45 minutes were conducted between August 2018 and May 
2019. Interviews were recorded by dictaphone and subsequently transcribed verbatim. All 
participants were anonymised – fisheries and angling clubs were anonymised further with labelling 
(for example, Suffolk Fishery 1, Suffolk Fishery 2 etc) due to the sensitive nature of the topic.4 
Subsequently, a grounded theory methodology was adopted which adopted an analytic induction 
approach. Emerging patterns were coded and key research themes / issues were generated from the 
data. These are set out in the next section of the report.   
                                                          
4 There may have been some sampling bias as those willing to take part were self-selecting in terms of having 
strong (anti-otter / pro-otter) views.   
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4. Results 
The results of the research are set out under two key themes – i) Human and nonhuman relations and 
ii) Otter spaces. These themes reflect the full spectrum of stakeholder perceptions on otter predation, 
as well as the implications for management practices. 
 
4.1. Exploring and explaining spatial differences in otter relations 
In summary, in all three case study areas, stillwater commercial fisheries, clubs with stillwaters, and 
specimen anglers generally had a negative perception of otters while wildlife and conservation 
specialists identified their presence more positively. Those who fish on rivers had mixed views on the 
otter depending on the species of fish which were being targeted. Within the three case study areas, 
there was consensus that certain fish-species were more vulnerable to otter predation than others, 
and such predation had a more significant impact on angling stakeholders.  
There was no spatial variation between case study areas in respect of value of fish. For angling 
stakeholders there was consensus that fish are economic commodities, have individual histories, and 
are undervalued as a species. In this context, there is a business and cultural case for protecting certain 
fish from otter predation, even affording them as much protection as the otter; though this is not 
considered as being necessary beyond the angling community. Stakeholder relations with the otter 
varied according to perceptions on otter population density and their distribution in Suffolk, Somerset 
and Kent. 
4.1.1. Case study area 1: Suffolk 
 Suffolk was generally recognised as a ‘stronghold’ (Suffolk Angler 4) for otters. Some 
stakeholders claimed that ‘they’re absolutely everywhere now’ (Suffolk Fishery 2); others 
regarded them as ‘becoming tamer’ (Otter Trust Suffolk) and ‘rife’ (Suffolk Angler 5). According 
to regional wildlife stakeholders, ‘the return of otters has been a conservation success story’ 
(Suffolk Wildlife Trust), ‘they are in every catchment’ (Suffolk Otter Group), and ‘otters now 
are at a saturation point (The Otter Trust). Such observations also reflect the growth in otter 
numbers highlighted in successive national otter surveys (see Table 3 below). 
 
 
 
 
 Stakeholders generally acknowledge that, ‘carp are a pretty easy prey for an otter, particularly 
in the winter’ (Suffolk Club 3), some also note that otters are not the only suspect when 
average to large fish are taken: ‘Foxes drag them out the water, mink will drag them out the 
water, you know, it wasn't necessarily an otter’ (Suffolk Fishery 2). The rise in popularity of 
carp fishing coincides with the gradual return of the otter. In this time, the species went from 
being an unseen, seemingly ‘mythical creature’ (Suffolk Club 1), to an ‘increasingly bold’ 
(Suffolk Biodiversity Consultant) and visible predator. The scale of predation varies depending 
on the density of fish stocks and level of fishery protection. An unfenced commercial water, 
for example, claimed to lose ‘15 to 20 carp at least each winter’ (Suffolk Fishery 1), and a club 
Table 3: Positive Sites from Otter Surveys for Anglian Region of England (Crawford, 2010) 
Main survey 1977-79 1984-86 1991-94 2000-02 2009-10 
Positive sites/Total 
sites surveyed 
20/622 8/622 52/622 166/622 350/622 
% Positive 3.2% 1.29% 8.36% 25.69% 56.27% 
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water ‘lost 90-something fish, 90 carp, up to sort of about 14lb, which is financially 
devastating’ (Suffolk Club 2). 
 
 Barbel, carp, tench and pike are perceived as ‘easy targets’ (Suffolk Fishery 3) for otters. These 
larger fish-species are similar in that they are missed by anglers if not caught: ‘I mean barbel… 
the perception is whole stretches of river have been wiped out by otters’ (Suffolk Fishery 3). 
‘Seriously. I know a lot of rivers what used to have massive barbel, the record barbel, gone. 
Ottered’ (Suffolk Fishery 2). The specimen fish which do not escape are regularly found 
partially eaten on the bank: ‘I think what galls us sometimes as anglers is the wanton 
destruction of fish, just to go in and eat a half. I had to dispatch five or six fish in the ten to 16-
pound range, because they were still alive, and they were still flapping, but only a tiny part of 
them. A bit like a fox who goes in and kills 20 chickens and eats one’ (Suffolk Club 1). This is 
regarded as wasteful, “pest-like” behaviour.  
 
 There is frustration that fish are generally unseen and unknown by the public: ‘it doesn’t 
matter about fish because they’re underneath the water and nobody sees them (Suffolk Fishery 
2). The undervalued nature of fish from a public perspective is perhaps why some angling 
stakeholders are including birds in narratives about otter predation: ‘I know that the 
ornithology people have had horrendous problems with otters’ (Suffolk Club 5); ‘They definitely 
kill rare birds, bitterns and things like that… the RSPB have fenced quite a lot of their ground 
nesting areas. They haven’t done it for the badgers. The badgers have always been here. 
(Suffolk Angler 2).  
 
 Although there have been no known releases of captive-bred otters in England in the twenty-
first century, it is well-documented that The Otter Trust released 117 captive-bred otters 
between 1983 and 1999, and with 81 released in Anglian catchments. The Vincent Wildlife 
Trust also introduced 16 rehabilitated otters in the region between 1994 and 1995 (Crawford, 
2010). Initially, this was widely seen as a positive conservation programme which aided the 
return of a vulnerable species. With time, these historical reintroductions have left a legacy of 
resentment among many angling stakeholders: ‘I think the otters were released basically in 
various spots in Suffolk without any thought, indiscriminately released. They just appeared 
everywhere in numbers, I mean huge numbers’ (Suffolk Angler 1).  
 
 Alongside the perceived lack of consultation and increase in predators, the releases have 
influenced narratives about trust and responsibility leading to misinformation: ‘I think it's fair 
to say that the widely held suspicion amongst anglers is that otters had been bred in captivity 
and then released, which, I've read different things where people think the Environment 
Agency are involved in that’ (Suffolk Fishery 1). Some angling stakeholders insist the practice 
has increased localised density: ‘a lot of them have been reintroduced whether they say they 
aren’t or not’ (Suffolk Fishery 2).   
 
 Anecdotes about witnessing recent releases strengthen this narrative and place the 
responsibility or blame on those who released them: ‘three and a half years ago maybe… this 
van opened up the back doors and let them go… he witnessed releasing, … then we got hit’ 
(Suffolk Club 2). There is no way of knowing if released rehabilitated otters were the cause of 
predation, but the general perception is that in being present they have an impact on potential 
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losses and releases should stop: ‘I would like to see a stop in the release of rehabilitated 
animals. Because I think that the situation is critical now to the point where that could do with 
stopping’ (Suffolk Fishery 1). 
 
 Suffolk otter specialists maintained that consultations did take place5 with the caveat that 
angling had changed significantly since the programme started, ‘when that happened, it was 
done in conjunction with land owners and fishing clubs because when fishing wasn’t 
commercial, people sitting on a bank seeing kingfishers and otters were actually happy to have 
them back’ (The Otter Trust). Few of the local angling stakeholders shared such views today: 
‘Well, it would be fair to say that amongst most anglers, not all, but most anglers, that there's 
a widely held disappointment that we are in the current situation that we are. The smaller 
rivers in Norfolk and Suffolk, now, are very heavily predated on by otters’ (Suffolk Fishery 1).  
 
 There were also on-going suspicions about reintroduced otters: ‘These things aren’t natural. 
They’re natural killers. That’s all they are. They’re not natural predators. They’re not even wild, 
half of them, because they’ve been rereleased’ (Suffolk Angler 2). Nevertheless, stakeholders 
who do not oppose the release of rehabilitated otters generally subscribe to the view that 
rehabilitation is worthwhile when responsible guidelines are followed: ‘I think if an otter is 
orphaned and then it’s brought on by the RSPCA, and then held in captivity for a bit in as wild 
a condition as possible, I think that otter has every right to go back to its river. And that’s not 
reintroduction’ (Suffolk Wildlife Trust).  
 
 Suffolk is an area of human-otter conflict. Most angling stakeholders felt otters ‘don’t need 
protected status here anymore’ (Suffolk Angler 3), whilst acknowledging ‘there would be a 
huge outcry from the start’ (Suffolk Angler 1) if the otter officially became killable. Wildlife 
stakeholders, on the other hand, maintained ‘we just don’t know how stable and how 
sustainable those populations are’ (Suffolk Otter Group), and they ‘would be shot left, right 
and centre’ (Suffolk Wildlife Trust) without protected status.   
 
 There was, however, recognition that otters are already regarded as killable by some in the 
county: ‘I know the otters are shot regularly. I know they are by fishery managers’ (Suffolk 
Biodiversity Consultant). Hence negative attitudes are arguably being influenced by perceived 
and actual predation in relation to recovering otter numbers, and the associated perceptions 
of the historical reintroduction of the otter. For some, licenced humane removal and 
relocation was the suggested compromise: ‘We need just to have common sense… I just think 
we need to find common ground where we’re sensible that there are situations where it is okay 
or we can grant a licence to remove an otter when it becomes problematic’ (Suffolk Club 4). 
 
 Many stakeholders in Suffolk also pointed to predation in ornamental (private) fish spaces as 
evidence of declining fish stocks in rivers and the widespread presence of otters: ‘The fact that 
they’re going into people’s gardens and taking koi carp suggests to me there’s a is that there 
is a shortage of food for them in the natural environment’ (Suffolk Club 4). Habitat restoration 
                                                          
5 The Nature Conservancy Council (now Natural England) was involved in the process. Papers have been 
published about the OT’s reintroduction programme (Green, 1997; Jefferies et al, 2000). The OT’s archives are 
currently being digitised by Norwich Records Office. 
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on rivers was identified as a key strategy to improve fish populations in the long-term: ‘the EA 
– probably - and anglers need to join forces a bit more and actually be more proactive, come 
up with a plan to select stretches of river that need restoring. How can we restore them with 
regards to habitat, stocking programmes?’ (Suffolk Angler 4).  
 
 ‘Public education’ (Suffolk Club 2) to raise awareness and understanding of otters and their 
behaviour was suggested by some, as was the need for more detailed research and accessible 
evidence about the economic impacts of otter predation: ‘I’ve never seen any national 
statistics or year-on-year statistics of returns people, fishing clubs, private individuals, 
anything. I haven’t seen any centralised statistics of damage that otters have done at 
particular fisheries in terms of is it a growing threat statistic’ (Suffolk Club 1). 
4.1.2. Case study area 2: Somerset 
 In Somerset, there was more consensus amongst stakeholders that the otter population 
‘seems to be thriving’ (Somerset Angler 2), that there are ‘more signs of otter activity now than 
there used to be’ (Somerset Club 1), and ‘otters are now actually common around us in 
Somerset’ (Somerset Fishery 3). This perceived increase is also evidenced in successive 
national otter surveys of relevance to the region (Table 4):  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 The Somerset Otter Group conduct a more detailed 2-day survey of the county on an annual 
basis. In 2018, 49% of sites surveyed showed positive signs of an otter, compared to 66% in 
20176. However, such fluctuations reflect trends over time since the last national survey, and 
as illustrated in Table 5. 
 
Table 5: 2-day James Williams Survey Results, 2011-2018 (SOG, 2018) 
Year 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 
Patches 124 127 143 135 138 139 137 138 
Total sites 477 519 564 524 510 531 496 496 
Positive sites 318 331 390 273 372 304 326 243 
% Positive sites 66 64 69 52 73 57 66 49 
 
 Those with over 30 years’ experience of monitoring otters in the county maintain that the 
present-day population is close to carrying capacity: ‘Well, they disappeared almost 
completely… And they’re now throughout the county again about an 80% occupancy rate’ 
(Somerset Otter Group). This recovery appears to coincide with changes to the spatial 
practices associated with the angling culture in the region: ‘people aren’t really fishing the 
                                                          
6 A ‘site’ is 50 metres (164 feet) in each direction from a central point such as a bridge, and ‘positive’ is the 
presence of otter spraint (SOG, 2018). According to the Somerset Otter Group (2018), the heavy rainfall across 
the catchments during the 2018 survey could account for the decrease as some sites would have been washed 
clean. 
Table 4: Positive Sites from Otter Surveys for Southwest Region of England (Crawford, 2010) 
Main survey 1977-79 1984-86 1991-94 2000-02 2009-10 
Positive sites/Total 
sites surveyed 
91/388 167/388 259/388 322/388 331/388 
% Positive 23.45% 43.04% 66.75% 82.99% 85.31% 
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rivers any more, although when you speak to anglers, otters have decimated the rivers and 
now they’re trying to get into all the fisheries’ (West Country Rivers Trust).  
 
 There is general consensus that ‘some of the anger or resentment against them may come 
from… those that are into their specimen carp fishing’ (Somerset Fishery 1). Some angling 
stakeholders also single out the otter for the disappearance of specimen fish in rivers: ‘There’s 
still silver’s and bream and stuff like that but I think the large carp have been fairly well 
predated, and there’s no way that you can stop that’ (Somerset Fishery 5). Carp fishing on 
stillwaters has become the most popular and most profitable form of angling in England over 
the last 20 years – this is also the case in Somerset. Part of the attraction to carp is that 
‘individual members of the species which are being fished for, which are very long-lived, very 
large and very valuable, and actually are perceived as, sort of, characters in their own right’ 
(Somerset Fishery 3). Today, the perception of otter predation is regarded as a common threat 
for those with vested interests in carp: ‘if you’ve got large carp, you’re always going to have 
the issue of the otter predation’ (Somerset Fishery 5). 
 
 As well as being financially valuable assets, fish that were stocked in waters in the 1990s are 
also valued for the angling history associated to them: ‘There’s always going to be the modern-
day carp anglers, carp farmers that will be able to grow big fish, but they don’t have the history 
that some of these fish do. You just can’t replace them. No money in the world can replace 
them’ (Somerset Club 2). For some, these irreplaceable, often named individuals, embody ‘a 
lot of English heritage’ (Somerset Angler 2). Fishery owners invest money, time and emotion 
into fish, making losses from predation more personal: ‘Our fish… I know every fish that’s in 
my lakes. I want to track its progress and how it’s growing. We look after them. If there are 
any ill we move them to like a hospital pond to try and give them antibiotics to recover. So you 
treat them like a pet, if you know what I mean’ (Somerset Fishery 4).  
 
 Otter predation is more visible on large specimen fish. Some bear the scars of otter encounters 
- damaged scales, missing tail fins and chewed underbellies are seen as identifying features: 
‘For many years we never saw any otters, we never saw any signs of otter predation. Over the 
last five years, catching fish that have clear otter damage is a regular occurrence… We don’t 
see bream or tench, or perch, a mid-range species, because once the otter’s got hold of them, 
that’s it, it’s game over. The ones we see damaged are pike and carp’ (Somerset Club 4). The 
predation of juvenile and mid-range species is less visible; these smaller species are also 
predated by cormorant, heron and mink. 
 
 Although the National Otter Surveys suggest the Southwest Region has a denser otter 
population than the Anglian Region, there are more examples of human-otter coexistence in 
Somerset than Suffolk. This suggests that ‘more otters’ does not necessarily mean more 
conflict. There are, for example, mixed views from angling stakeholders regarding the 
protected status of the otter. Some recognise they have been historic victims of persecution 
and see them as an unkillable indigenous species: ‘I don't agree that shooting them or trapping 
them or whatever it might be is the right thing to do irrelevant of what damage they're doing… 
they are a native species and they were hunted to near extinction (Somerset Fishery 1); others 
acknowledge they are already being killed despite legal protection: ‘I would not condone this, 
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but there are some that would kill those otters or they’ll be out of business and bankrupt’ 
(Somerset Fishery 2).   
 
 Where the instalment of otter-proof fencing is not possible, there are some calls for localised 
licenced lethal control: ‘I would like to see the numbers managed. If that means there are 
licensed trapping, humanely being killed to manage the numbers within an area, I think that 
is the way to go. For everybody except the poor otter that gets euthanized it's a win-win 
situation’ (Somerset Club 4). Some commercial fisheries are concerned by the lack of 
management strategies available to them: ‘if you’ve got a commercial fishery with a big otter 
problem they should be able to get a licence to kill those otters’ (Somerset Fishery 1). Anglers 
suggested a variety of alternatives including localised killing: ‘If there are a huge number of 
otters in one local area, maybe then they are the ones that need to be culled off to make the 
whole population more sparse over that area, which should mean they do less damage to the 
environment and generally just manage them’ (Somerset Angler 2); and relocation: ‘I'd like to 
see them in the nature reserves’ (Somerset Angler 4).  
 
 Some angling stakeholders, however, maintain there is insufficient knowledge exchange to 
prevent otter predation: ‘I don't think there's really enough information out there or support 
to help them protect their stock’ (Somerset Fishery 1); ‘myth-busting’ is required for a more 
balanced approach to otter predation: ‘There’s a lot of people that bad mouth them for want 
of a better word but, obviously, they spread myths and things that are not really true (Somerset 
Club 3); and wider stakeholder dialogues are required: ‘there needs to be more engagement 
on the issue’ (Somerset Club 1). Wildlife stakeholders agree ‘there’s misinformation and slight 
hysteria about the way otters are perceived’ (Somerset Wildlife Trust).  
 
 Gaps in knowledge inform perceptions on otter predation and proposed management 
strategies: ‘we have no handle over numbers whatsoever, let alone an understanding of 
actually what is a sustainable otter population and how that's then balanced with other 
interests…  So, I mean, to do that, you need to understand, you know, the environmental 
impact of the otter, the balance of it, the numbers that are present, recruitment, other impacts 
on it. You need to understand the economic value of fisheries and the impact otters are actually 
having on that economic value of fisheries, and so on’ (Somerset Fishery 3).  
 
 Alongside the complexity of otter predation, there are concerns for the welfare of 
rehabilitated individuals released into areas with a high-density of otters: ‘They’re territorial 
critters and you don’t want to just be shoving them straight into someone else’s territory, 
where they’re going to have a problem (Somerset Wildlife Trust). Some advocate the 
introduction of policy to safeguard otter welfare: ‘I should think it should be law, they have to 
be microchipped, they have to go back into the same catchment they came from’ (Somerset 
Otter Group). Angling stakeholders make similar calls to help minimise human-otter conflict: 
‘The biggest thing for me by far is control of the wildlife centres in releasing their otters. There 
needs to be strict guidelines drawn up where, when they do release them, they consult with 
various other bodies and release sites are discussed and numbers are recorded and various 
things like that’ (Somerset Fishery 5).  
 
 The secrecy surrounding twenty-first century rescue, rehabilitation and release of wild otters 
has led to perceptions of the practice being blurred with historical reintroductions. In 
Somerset, the perceived lack of informed and co-ordinated decision-making is seen as 
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irresponsible: ‘willy-nilly release of anything, tends to end in disaster, doesn’t it?’ (Somerset 
Angler 1). This included negative implications on otter welfare and predation: ‘A male dog 
otter’s territory is roughly about 10 kilometres ... And there are more than that number here 
that have been released. So to me, you know, whoever is releasing them is not helping the 
animal itself because they’re overpopulating which means those animals are fighting for food 
and territories’ (Somerset Fishery 4). 
 
 Some angling stakeholders thought those external to fishing cultures largely misunderstand 
the relationships between anglers and fish. The general perception is that there is minimal 
public awareness about the economic value of specimen fish: ‘I don’t think if you said to a 
general member of the public “oh an otter eats a carp”. They go, “oh that’s a fish”, which is 
fine. But, you know, we know that fish might be worth 10,000 pounds’ (Somerset Fishery 4).  
 
 Overall, there is a sense that public sentiment about the values embodied within different 
species informs policy decision-making. This feeds into the perception that fish and their 
relational practice and practitioners are less valued than the protected otter: ‘no one gives a 
toss, really, about fish. If it was something cuddly. If cormorants were eating otters, I’ll tell you, 
there’d be controls in place, wouldn’t they? They’d be on the general licence; you could shoot 
them. But because they’re not eating otters or anything fluffy and cuddly, they’re just eating 
slimy fish, no one cares’ (Somerset Angler 3).  
 
 Consequently, a number of factors may have influenced differences in spatial attitudes 
between Suffolk and Somerset towards the otter:  
o First, the stage of otter recolonisation is quite different between the areas – the 
Southwest Region had 23.45% positive sites in 1977-79, compared to 25.69% in the 
Anglian Region over 20 years later (2000-02). This has implications for the 
development of perceptions and practices in relation to otter predation, with 
Somerset stakeholders generally having more experience in respect of otter relations.  
o Second, the pace of recolonisation has been more gradual in Somerset than in Suffolk, 
which therefore means Somerset stakeholders have had more time to adapt to 
changing numbers. 
o  Third, no captive-bred otters were released in Somerset compared to 81 in Anglian 
catchments between 1983 and 1999 (Jefferies et al, 2000); this has had an impact on 
the patterns of recolonisation (Crawford, 2010).  
o Finally, the Somerset Otter Group are also well-known in the county, working closely 
with other wildlife stakeholders in respect of the implications from their annual 
survey. In contrast, wildlife stakeholders in Suffolk are more fragmented and with 
surveys conducted of the otter over time unpublished.    
4.1.3. Case study area 3: Kent   
 With reference to the case study area of Kent, it can be identified that the Southern Region 
of England had the lowest percentage of positive otter sites in the 2009-2010 national survey 
(Table 6). Indeed, no otters were found in Kent. As the final county in England to be 
recolonised by the species, there is consensus that ‘their populations do seem to be increasing’ 
(Kent Wildlife Trust), but their density is ‘very, very sparse’ (Kent Mammal Group).  
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Table 6: Positive Sites from Otter Surveys for Southern Region of England (Crawford, 2010) 
Main survey 1977-79 1984-86 1991-94 2000-02 2009-10 
Positive sites/Total 
sites surveyed 
5/244 7/244 9/244 13/244 23/244 
% Positive 2.05% 2.87% 3.69% 5.33% 9.43% 
 
 The return of the otter in Kent is generally well-received by those who fish the rivers: ‘No one 
I know of is anti-otters (Kent Club 1); more widely it is noted that, ‘Most anglers won’t have 
come across otters at all… at the moment, it’s not an issue, really, for us in this part of the 
county’ (Kentish Stour Countryside Partnership). There is recognition that where predation is 
present otters are generally not responsible: ‘We don’t have otters but predation is a big 
problem’ (Kent Angler 4). Relational predators are seen as more problematic on riverine 
spaces: ‘You might get the occasional negative comment, but they’d be more worried about 
cormorants than they would be otters frankly’ (Medway Valley Countryside Project). Wider 
factors are also recognised as having a negative impact on fish populations: ‘Our rivers are 
clean… The biggest problem we’ve had with the river has been affluence in nutrients… Well 
phosphates are being stripped from all the discharges from water treatment works’ (Kent Club 
2). 
 
 On stillwaters, however, there are increasing concerns of otter predation in Kent: ‘For the last 
five years, well for the last 25, 30 years, we haven’t had a risk so it hasn’t had a big impact. 
Today, that situation changed… I think the perception of the threat is definitely significant 
given the number of fisheries within my immediate area that have started to or have put up 
otter fencing’ (Kent Fishery 1). Alongside the quantity of fish stock and species available; the 
size, appearance, and history of individual fish attracts anglers, dictates the 
membership/ticket price, and influences the success of a business: ‘if a commercial fishery 
locally has got fish worth quarter of a million pounds, that’s their business. It’s their livelihood. 
I think if you fish the whole year round at this lake with a big carp, it’s about £3,000 a year. It’s 
a big business’ (Kent Club 2).   
 
 Otter predation can have a large economic impact on livelihoods: ‘If you’ve got a £50,000 carp 
or £40,000 carp, if they just kill it to eat the gill plates and eat the liver, I mean, it’s a lot of 
money. I mean, it’s just going to devastate anybody’ (Kent Fishery 2). Those involved with 
specimen fishing do not want to coexist with otters on lakes and ponds: ‘They’re not here. We 
don’t want them. Have you not seen the fences going up?’ (Kent Angler 3). In some cases, this 
perception of risk has led to pre-emptive measures to protect commercial stillwaters: ‘I think 
the fisheries are ahead of the game really. These commercial fisheries are already fenced off. 
There hasn’t been any predation’ (Kent Club 2).   
 
 Wider threats to specimen fish are also identified. Some individuals were perceived as being 
less familiar with the ‘catch and release’ tradition in England, instead choosing to literally 
consume certain species of fish: ‘We have problems with Polish catching them and eating 
them. I mean, it’s part of their culture to eat them at Christmas… the bailiff has to keep his eye 
on Eastern Europeans’ (Kent Fishery 2). Fish theft is also an issue: ‘I’ve heard stories of 
specimen fish being stolen’ (Kent Angler 4), with stolen fish illegally sold across the country: ‘If 
a fish is worth three grand, someone can catch it at night, take it up to Leicester and offer it to 
another fishery for a grand… the police are well aware of that’ (Kent Fishery 2).  
23 
 
 
 In certain parts of the county, potential vulnerabilities for fenced fisheries have also been 
identified in relation to another reintroduced species – the beaver: ‘One of my concerns is if 
we do fence our lakes and they’re otter-proof, it might not necessarily mean that they’re 
beaver-proof. If beavers create an opening and otters get in, then the whole system breaks 
down’ (Kent Club 2). Unauthorised reintroductions of beavers and illegal releases of catfish in 
Kent also adds to suspicions about re-emerging otters: ‘I’ve been here 30 years; it took me 30 
years to build this place. There were no otters here then. It’s only when they introduced them… 
I think it’s a massive mistake’ (Kent Fishery 2).   
 
 Therefore, in Kent the distribution and density of otters is far lower than in the other case 
study areas. There is less contestation between stakeholders and few examples of human-
otter conflict in relation to actual predation. However, otter numbers are starting to increase 
as are concerns for stillwater fisheries. Aware of the perceived and actual impacts of otters on 
fisheries beyond Kent, there is a growing sense of urgency to protect stock through fencing, 
and growing anxiety and anger from those who perceive otters to be a threat to specimen 
fish.  
 
 There are mixed views among angling stakeholders about the protected status of otters in 
Kent. Some regard them as unkillable: ‘The low numbers certainly that we see locally make me 
think that they should retain their protected status. If they don’t, then we run the risk of taking 
backward steps in terms of losing them from our countryside’ (Kent Fishery 1). Others think 
protection should be relaxed or removed: ‘They should be lifted from the protected list now or 
they should be allowed to trap and relocate… If your livelihood depends on it … you should 
have a licence to shoot otters if it’s on your ground or on your farm and you are a fish farmer’ 
(Kent Fishery 2). For those involved in stillwaters, the possible challenge of a larger distribution 
and higher density of otters in Kent is hence perceived as a key socio-economic threat which 
must be managed immediately.  
 
 There is positive dialogue between wildlife and angling stakeholders through the Countryside 
Partnerships in the county. The East Kent Catchment Improvement Partnership is one example 
of this: ‘we have angling groups and we have conservation groups. The two come together’ 
(Kentish Stour Countryside Partnership); the Giant Hogweed Control Programme is another: ‘a 
lot of angling clubs own riverbank properties’ (Medway Valley Countryside Partnership). 
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4.2. Defining inclusionary and exclusionary ‘Otter Spaces’  
 
‘Otters do have their place but it has to be the right place’ (Kent Fishery 2). 
 
Some spaces of human-otter conflict are more obvious than others. As section 4.1. highlighted, the 
most commonly cited ‘Otter Spaces’ in the case study areas were rivers and stillwater fisheries, 
although garden ponds and roads were also mentioned by respondents. With respect to garden 
ponds, predation is becoming an increasingly important issue, especially in areas such as Suffolk where 
otter densities may be having implications for otter predation in such locations. In this respect, otters 
were seen as being ‘out of place’ and with fencing being the only obvious solution. Nevertheless, some 
respondents welcomed their presence. 
In terms of roads, such spaces were perceived as acting as some form of ‘natural’ curb on otter 
numbers, and with ‘roadkill’ being particularly prevalent in Somerset where otter densities – as well 
as transport infrastructure and otter surveyors - were much more in evidence. It was also suggested 
that roads such as the M25 in the South East may act as a hazardous barrier restricting natural 
recolonisation to Kent. Once again, whilst some wildlife stakeholders advocated the addition of 
tunnels, ridges and fencing at roadkill hotspots, others argued that the otter should not be given any 
additional protection measures.  
 
But in the main, two main ‘otter spaces’ were highlighted – rivers and stillwaters. Each is considered 
further below. 
 
4.2.1. Rivers 
Rivers are a key space of encounter. There is recognition that otters belong in river environments, and 
with the river seen to be the natural habitat of the otter.  
 Rivers are recognised as the traditional space of the otter, ‘The otter is on the river and they 
need to eat… Otter were here first, before fishermen’ (Suffolk Wildlife Trust). The potential for 
disputes over otter predation is lower than in other spaces: ‘otters are going to cause less 
conflict on rivers than they are in commercial fisheries’ (Somerset Fishery 2). 
 
 Their presence on rivers and their role within the river ecosystem is largely acknowledged by 
angling stakeholders who generally agree they belong: ‘I think there’s a reluctant acceptance, 
because you can’t fence a river. You know, they belong everywhere. It’s just, in my opinion, 
they don’t belong there in the numbers in which they are there’ (Suffolk Club 2). Otter 
predation is seen as an inescapable reality within this space: ‘It’s not only the fish; it’s the 
whole natural ecosystem. All of those small mammals and birds will be killed by otters, and 
there’s not a lot you can do about it really’ (Somerset Angler 2). ‘Well we have no choice really, 
because you can't do anything about them on rivers anyway’ (Suffolk Club 3). 
 
 Changes to predator-prey relationships have had a role in the rise of specimen fish, and 
perceptions of visible otter predation: ‘I think a lot of problems stem from specific baselines 
when there were no otters or very few otters in the 60s, 70s, 80s, and we had an artificially 
25 
 
high proportion of very large fish… We seem to have a lot of very old, very big fish and not so 
many smaller ones coming through, so when the big fish - which are really known in certain 
areas - and then an otter comes and takes one, all hell breaks loose’ (Suffolk Biodiversity 
Consultant).  
 
 From an ecological, fisheries and predation perspective, rivers are seen as very different 
environments from stillwaters; they are spaces in which fish have more opportunities to 
escape and fish populations can flourish: ‘On a river, fish have the ability to move. It's a much 
more extensive ecosystem that the otter is predating upon, so it's far less likely that the fishery 
will be wiped out, per se. And the nature of rivers means there are more places for stock to 
hide. You've got broader species diversity, so the impact of the otter on any individual species 
is going to be commensurately less, and so on’ (Somerset Fishery 3). Pollution, wider 
predation, habitat damage, abstraction, and barriers to fish migration are also seen as key 
issues for river fish recruitment. For some angling stakeholders, relational predators are seen 
as more problematic than otters in this space: ‘I think the biggest problem on rivers and what 
have you is cormorants… They’re killing off whole year classes (Suffolk Angler 2). 
 
 The combination of declining fish populations and perceptions of otter predation are leading 
to changes in angling practices on rivers: ‘fishing a river that’s alive is a fantastic thing, but 
fishing a river that’s devoid of life… Young kids aren’t going to want to commit to a sport 
where they’re fishing for ghosts’ (Somerset Club 2). Stillwater stakeholders are also concerned 
there may be a knock-on effect with greater pressure placed upon their stillwater fisheries: 
‘carp anglers are concerned that if there’s not enough fish in the river they’ll naturally come 
to the lakes where it’s easier picking’ (Kent Club 2).  
 
 Those who target particular fish species are more positive about coexistence in this space: 
‘It’s not all doom and gloom. If you’re a barbel angler on a river, it’s affecting your fishing 
massively. But if you’re a chub angler, there’s still a lot of big fish to be caught because I think 
they’re actually learning to adapt and deal with a predator’ (Suffolk Angler 4). 
 
 On rivers, there is general consensus among stakeholders that otters are one of many 
predators which have an impact on fish populations. Perceptions of relational predation vary 
depending on the space of encounter. Invasive signal crayfish (Pacifastacus leniusculus), for 
example, largely predate on fish eggs, small fish, amphibians and invertebrates. Migratory 
cormorants (Phalacrocorax carbo) and goosanders (Mergus merganser) generally affect small 
to medium fish including silver shoal species such as bream, chub, dace, and roach; carp, eels, 
and young salmon and trout. American mink (Neovison vison) are opportunistic and eat a 
variety of small to medium fish, small mammals, birds and invertebrates. On stillwaters, avian 
predation is a concern and otters are singled out as they can predate on larger fish.  
 
4.2.2. Stillwater Fisheries 
There are currently about 10,000 registered stillwaters in England - stillwater fisheries are highly 
contested spaces. The main issue is economic – in terms of value of fish, the knock-on effect of 
predation on businesses, and the cost of prevention measures such as fencing.  
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 One predatory characteristic which differentiates otters from wider predators (cormorant, 
goosander, heron, mink) is the size of the prey they can kill: ‘Cormorants can’t take more than 
a four-pound fish, whereas an otter can take a 40-pound fish and they swim like a penguin. 
They can outswim a fish’ (Kent Fishery 2).   
 
 Otters are mainly seen as a problem on stillwater fisheries as this is where the largest 
concentration of specimen carp are found, and where commercial fisheries face the largest 
financial losses from otter predation. In such spaces otters were regarded as unwelcome 
predators by angling stakeholders in all three areas. This is largely as predation management 
strategies such as fencing were not needed when fisheries were first set up: ‘Stillwater 
fisheries have spread like wildfire as businesses and as recreational assets, in the absence of 
the otter (Somerset Fishery 3).  
 
 There is consensus among angling stakeholders that otters do not belong in stillwater fisheries 
and hence they want to exclude them: ‘There's a different attitude for the people that fish the 
lakes. They don't like them; they want to get rid of them’ (Somerset Angler 4). Specimen 
fisheries often have low densities of high value stock; the general perception is that ‘otter 
predation is a massive threat, and a big issue’ (Somerset Club 1), which could have negative 
financial repercussions: ‘If this lake was decimated…..100 grand’ (Kent Fishery 2).  
 
 The actual cost of predated fish and/or the associated fall in membership can be highly 
detrimental to the economic sustainability of fisheries: ‘…you’re not going to get carp anglers 
willing to pay their hard-earned money to then fish at the lake knowing that there’s otters 
going to be dropping in and out killing the fish that they’re hoping to catch on an unrestricted 
basis… if it wasn’t for efforts that we take in terms of putting up fences to try keep them out, 
my business would seize to exist in one winter's predation’ (Suffolk Fishery 1).  
 
 The construction of otter-proof fencing is seen as the most effective preventative measure to 
exclude otters from stillwaters: ‘in terms of protecting a stillwater carp fishery, for example, 
from otters, I think fencing is, at the moment, the only long-term solution’ (Somerset Fishery 
3); ‘it is becoming increasingly a matter where you've got to sit on lakes which are otter fenced 
or you've just got to accept you're not going to catch very much. A very large amount of that 
is to do with otter predation’ (Suffolk Fishery 1). This comes with the caveat that ‘No fence is 
ever going to be 100% problem free’ (Somerset Club 2): strong winds, for example, can cause 
trees to damage fences, fallen branches or overgrown foliage can offer passage over fences, 
flooding can lead to the movement of terrain beneath fencing, and gates may not get closed.  
 
 The installation of fencing is not welcomed by everyone. Some regard it as an anti-idyllic 
eyesore: ‘It really does look like a prison camp… it’s turned it into like a fortress mentality’ 
(Ecological Consultant Kent). Others point out that the fencing excludes most wildlife and 
changes angling experiences: ‘these fisheries are bereft of any wildlife and one of the great 
joys of angling is being there at dawn or at dusk or whatever or through the night and the 
things that we see other folks simply don't. But when these fisheries are completely fenced in 
there isn't that wildlife there… So no badgers, no foxes whatsoever, no deer’ (Suffolk Fishery 
2). 
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 Fisheries who invested in fencing were aware of the Natural England class licence to humanely 
trap and relocate otters from fenced fisheries. This knowledge had been acquired from bodies 
such as the Environment Agency, Angling Trust, PAG, UKWOT and word of mouth. Those with 
unfenced waters, and anglers in general, were less familiar with the licence or not aware of it 
at all. Some stakeholders felt the process can take too long: ‘if you’ve done everything legally 
possible to protect your business and your livestock and you have an issue, you should be 
allowed to deal with it instantly, not going through months or weeks of paperwork’ (Somerset 
Fishery 4). In Kent, there were concerns that no trained operatives were based in the area: 
‘there’s nobody in Kent at all with a licence. So if any otters did get into fenced areas there’s 
nobody at all licenced to extract that’ (Kent Club 2).  
 
 The scale of waters, cost of fencing, complications around ownership, public rights of way, 
and difficult terrain, however, mean fencing is not always a practical solution. Decision-making 
about fisheries management therefore has to be made at a local level: ‘The challenge is that 
every fishery will have a different set of circumstances and you have to manage the problem 
specific to your circumstances’ (Kent Fishery 1).   
 
 Some clubs are already starting to change the type of fishing they specialise in: ‘there’s also a 
demand for catching big carp, big fish, and we don’t go down that road because, as a I say, if 
you lose a 30 lb carp, that’s like £2,500 worth of fish in today’s market’ (Suffolk Club 4). With 
these changes to spatial practices at a micro (commercial and club) level, there was a strong 
perception that the landscape for specimen fishing will become increasingly commercial and 
concentrated: ‘I know fishery owners that have got a 15-acre site and spent 60,000 on fencing 
it. But if you don’t want to go to that expense, you might look at what fish you stock and the 
type of fishery you operate’ (Somerset Fishery 5).   
 
 Those who cannot fence are getting increasingly frustrated by the lack of measures available 
to them: ‘I have to control the ducks, I have to control the rats, I have to control the mink, I 
have to control the cormorants, I have to control otters, but I cannot control otters to keep this 
business going’ (Kent Fishery 2). This informs negative attitudes towards the species: ‘Most of 
my interaction is with anglers who have a more knee-jerk reaction to otters than I do. Most 
anglers feel that they should be killed on sight. I wouldn’t suggest anything quite so dramatic’ 
(Somerset Club 4).  
 
 Angling stakeholders made a number of alternative suggestions, ranging from: the live capture 
and relocation of otters within and beyond counties and/or countries; relaxation of protected 
status; localised lethal control under licence; adoption of farmers’ rights; and the complete 
removal of protected status. It was also widely acknowledged that under desperate 
circumstances certain individuals have been known to break the law to protect their 
livelihood: ‘There are some, and I stress, I would not condone this, but there are some that 
would kill those otters or they’ll be out of business and bankrupt’ (Somerset Fishery 2).  
 
 Insuring fish stocks and/or specimen fish was largely disregarded as expensive and unfeasible. 
Insurance policies require fish to be within protected/fenced waters, which means those who 
cannot fenced are excluded.    
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4.3. Protecting spaces of otter predation  
4.3.1. Physical measures: 
4.3.1.1. Fencing 
 The most effective strategy to prevent otter predation on stillwater fisheries is the installation 
of otter-proof fencing, this garnered widespread support from stakeholders in all three case 
study areas. However, in all three case study areas, stakeholders pointed out the need for more 
support – both economic and in terms of knowledge exchange.  The Otters and Stillwater 
Fisheries (2008) report was cited as a key guide for stillwater fishery owners and managers. Local 
angling stakeholders also gained fencing knowledge from national stakeholders including the 
Environment Agency, Angling Trust, UK Wild Otter Trust and Predation Action Group, websites 
of otter fencing companies, and online angling forums. In addition, the Angling Trust is in the 
process of producing a new and comprehensive otter-proof fencing guide for stillwater fisheries. 
It is therefore important that this work is highlighted and disseminated as widely as possible to 
ensure that consistent advice on effective fencing specifications is available. 
 
 There is currently financial support for fencing through reinvestment of rod licence income by 
the Environment Agency through the Angling Trust’s competitive AIF grant system and also 
‘affordable fencing’ from commercial fencing company Embryo. In respect of the AIF grants, 
these are awarded on a competitive basis and with strict criteria used to judge the merits of each 
application. However, funding is limited and hence difficult decisions will have to be made in 
relation to awarding grants to both those fisheries that have experienced predation, as well as 
those that wish to install preventative measures. 
 
 It also needs to be a recognised that the use of fencing has both a functional and aesthetic 
dimension. Functionally, fencing can be a key measure to militate against otter predation but 
arguably needs to be seen not just in relation to otter predation but also as a critical feature 
associated with wildlife management in the countryside per se. Indeed, aesthetically, the use of 
fencing is not necessarily unusual in the countryside and has already been used in numerous 
locations and for a variety of different uses – for example, in relation to preventing trespassing 
in the context of railway lines. 
 
 As rivers cannot be fenced, there is a reluctant acceptance among stakeholders that the 
presence of otters is accompanied with predation and nothing can be done. Alternative 
management strategies are outlined below. 
 
4.3.1.2. ‘Live secure’ system 
 
 With a small minority of fisheries (illegally) taking lethal measures to prevent otter predation 
and in an attempt to protect their livelihoods, it is important to formalise wider support so they 
do not feel they have to do this. One possible option is for stillwater fisheries to work more 
closely together on management strategies. This could be achieved by setting up a system where 
otter sightings are logged electronically on a form of ‘live secure’ system at a regional level to 
communicate where otters have been spotted. By recording this locally, fisheries and clubs will 
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be made aware of otter presence, and be able to seek support from Angling Trust Fishery 
Management Advisors. Such an option would be most beneficial in areas where otter 
recolonisation has been slower, for example, the Southeast; and could also benefit unfenced 
waters as an early warning of recolonisation. It is acknowledged that there may be challenges / 
issues associated with introducing a live secure system - the success of the system would be 
dependent on resources to support the administration and management of the system, 
information would also need to be handled very sensitively as it could potentially lead to more 
informal (and lethal) measures being adopted in the context of such sightings. Nevertheless, 
better information and better sharing of information in a secure way - agreeable to all parties 
with a vested interest - is important to develop in respect of helping to address challenges of 
predation. 
   
 
4.3.1.3. Habitat improvement 
 
 The improvement and restoration of river habitats for the benefit of fish and other wildlife has 
been happening for over 30 years through actions taken forward by the Environment Agency, 
amongst others. There is consensus that a greater focus on habitat improvement on rivers helps 
to increase ecosystems complexity and provides more protective cover for fish. Such activities 
warrant further support, including resources being made available to riverine fisheries and clubs. 
 
4.3.1.4. Capture and relocation 
 
 Among angling stakeholders, the most favoured alternative to fencing or lethal control is for a 
new strategy to be initiated where otters can be live captured and relocated away from 
unfenceable waters. But there are already strict rules on where otters can be re-released 
(Natural England, 2016a; Allen et al, 2019a) and there is no consensus on where they should be 
relocated. Indeed, most wildlife stakeholders oppose relocation on welfare grounds given the 
challenges of releasing otters into areas where others already exist, and their ability to (re-)adapt 
in new ‘wild’ locations. There are also issues with displacing problems of predation from one 
context to another, as well as the substitution of those otters that have been removed with new 
ones. 
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4.3.2. Policy measures: 
 
4.3.2.2. CL36 Licence 
 
 Those with fencing see the introduction of the ‘Otters: licence to capture and transport those 
trapped in fisheries to prevent damage (CL36)’, as a positive mechanism to legally remove otters 
if fencing is breached. There is some criticism about the process being relatively slow, the low 
number of trained operatives available, and concerns over what can be done if an otter 
continues to predate within fenced fisheries weeks after humane traps have been set. This 
process and the number of trained operatives involved should be reviewed to ensure this 
mechanism is as efficient as possible. As such, numbers of trained operatives need to be 
sufficient and available where otters need to be removed, and there is also a need for individuals 
with the requisite skills and experience to sign off CL36 licenses on a case-by-case basis. 
 
4.3.2.3. Regulating rehabilitation and release  
 
 The rehabilitation and release of protected otters does not require a licence providing the aim 
is to care for them and eventually release them back into the wild. As it is not an offence to 
release rehabilitated otters back into the wild, any argument for licencing such releases would 
need to consider whether it would help resolve conflicts or heighten them; the resources 
required for licencing should also be a consideration. With this in mind, if the release of 
rehabilitated otters is to work, it needs to be open and transparent, co-produced with all 
partners, and carefully managed with a new ‘code of practice’ for rescues. All of the above 
caveats relating to the displacement and substitution of otters in different contexts, as well as 
the welfare of otters that have been rehabilitated apply. 
 
 Withstanding such caveats, any rehabilitated otters should only be released to areas from which 
they originated, with release sites selected with landowner permission and practical welfare 
issues in mind. Microchipping would help assess the success of rehabilitation and past 
movement of individuals if they turn up injured or dead. Some level of simple reporting of 
rehabilitation activities would help to further understanding of its scope and scale.  
 
 The RSPCA (2006) Otter Rehabilitation Guidelines and endorsement by the UK Otter BAP SG 
should be updated and a collaborative protocol agreed by national stakeholders to try and avoid 
conflict with active stillwater fishery locations when searching for release sites.  
 
 A future academic study examining historical rescue data would provide a useful indication of 
the numbers involved, this could then be communicated through national and local 
stakeholders.  
 
 
4.3.2.4. Licenced localised lethal control 
 
 As licences can be granted from Natural England to lethally manage cormorant and goosander, 
and from the Environment Agency to trap and kill signal crayfish, there is frustration among some 
angling stakeholders that such a mechanism is not available for otters. Hence licensed localised 
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lethal control was suggested as a measure by some angling stakeholders to address otter 
predation, and especially where otter densities were high. However, wildlife stakeholders 
argued that lethal management of otters does not work due to the territorial nature of the 
species – i.e. if an otter is killed, the vacant territory would be taken over by another otter. 
Furthermore, it was felt by a number of angling interviewees that anyone associated with killing 
otters would be looked upon unfavourably by the public and that this would have wider negative 
repercussions on the reputation of angling.  This leads into a wider point around the need for a 
multi-agency communications strategy to address some misconceptions of the otter (see below). 
A national ‘cull’ was not supported in the case study areas. Moreover, some stakeholders 
recognised that the removal of protected status, including farmers’ rights in specific spaces, 
could lead to the extinction of otters on a local scale.  
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4.3.3. Intelligence Measures: 
4.3.3.1. Surveys   
 There is uncertainty surrounding otter numbers. Such figures can only be determined at a local 
level by DNA testing spraints - the costs would make this unfeasible at a national level. More 
traditional surveys provide an indication of changes to population density and distribution over 
time.  
 
 The fifth national otter survey was published in 2010 (at a cost of around £250,000), which 
means based on the approximate regularity of every seven years, the sixth is overdue. Such a 
survey would provide updated comparative data on the geographic spread of otters across 
England and within counties, and would be a public document which shows patterns of otter 
presence at a local level. Nevertheless, it is clear that the cost implications of such a survey are 
problematic. One possibility for overcoming such a challenge would be to use local stakeholders 
with specialist knowledge for regional surveys – implementing ‘best practice’ to ensure 
consistency. This is particularly important in areas such as the Southeast, where recolonisation 
is far from carrying capacity.   
 
4.3.3.2. Knowledge Exchange  
 
 At a national level, the Joint AT and IFM Workshop (2018) was positive in that it encouraged 
dialogue between angling and wildlife stakeholders, but it was also portrayed as a high-level 
'secret conference' by the angling media (Anglers Mail, 2018). However, in order to make 
progress and to achieve consensus on developing new approaches to otter predation there 
should be a targeted approach to information sharing focused around the key stakeholders of 
relevance. 
 
 Catchment Partnerships (usually hosted by River Trusts) already exist in most areas of England 
and facilitate meetings with stakeholders in river catchment areas. These should be utilised 
wherever possible – and involving all (local) key actors – to share specialist knowledge and as an 
effective outlet for disseminating predation management advice. Fisheries Forums, jointly run 
by the Environment Agency and the Angling Trust, or local consultatives could also be used to 
perform a similar function. 
 
 The socio-economic importance of specimen fish in relation to commercial and community 
enterprises need to be evident in any applications that are made by such entities for support to 
install otter proof fencing, as well as specific examples of where otter predation has had a 
fundamental economic impact on businesses. 
 
 The non-specialist media has minimal interest in fish species, their role in ecosystems and value 
in relation to recreational angling – the public is also largely apathetic and lacks understanding. 
One way of raising the profile of fish would be to have an educational campaign differentiating 
the biology, ecology and history of key species7. Indeed, a multi-agency communications strategy 
                                                          
7 It is unlikely the public will value fish in the same way as otters due to the nonhuman charisma associated to 
them. 
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which clarifies issues relating to otter predation needs to be developed and adopted across a 
wide group of stakeholders, and which can be communicated to the wider public (see below). 
 
4.3.3.3. Addressing misconceptions of reintroductions 
 
 Captive-bred otters have not been reintroduced in twenty-first century England, and such a 
programme would not be supported today as there is not current evidence of a need (Crawford, 
2010; Allen and Pemberton, 2019). It is important to note that captive-bred releases did/do not 
need to be authorised in any case as no licence was/is required. 
 
 The perceived impact of captive-bred reintroductions is a key issue. For wildlife stakeholders in 
each case study area the historic programme of reintroductions was widely regarded as a 
positive human intervention which benefited a vulnerable indigenous species. This often came 
with a caveat the releases happened at a certain time, in a specific place, led by one organisation. 
There was also consensus that captive-bred otters should not be released in England today.  
 
 Angling stakeholders referred to reintroductions in negative terms, pointing to a lack of 
consultation and the unnecessary speeding up of a process that may have happened naturally. 
In all three case study areas there was some confusion over which stakeholders were involved 
in the historic reintroduction programme, and a marginal view that some organisations continue 
to release captive-bred otters. A legacy of resentment is most prominent in Suffolk due to the 
immediate proximity of the releases, but also present in Somerset and Kent. At a national level, 
this appears to be influenced by specialist media and social media communications; in Kent, the 
authorised and unauthorised reintroduction of beavers, and illegal release of catfish also informs 
suspicious views. 
 
 From an angling stakeholder perspective there is a clear perception-reality gap. This is due to 
the lack of co-ordination between stakeholders in the past, poor communication from some 
wildlife organisations, and ongoing miscommunication within angling communities. To 
overcome these myths, those involved should be transparent about the historic programme, and 
clearly communicate that such a programme would not be supported today. It is also important 
that the term and practice of ‘reintroduction’ is differentiated from the release of rehabilitated 
otters from wildlife rescue centres.   
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4.3.3.4. Addressing otter predation misconceptions  
 
 Otters are fish specialists, but as an apex carnivore are also generalist predators. Their diet, which 
includes fish, small mammals, birds, amphibians, insects and crustaceans, is determined by the 
prey available in their occupied habitat. 
 
 Otters are not the only culprit in the disappearance and/or death of specimen fish: foxes and mink 
can take large fish in shallow waters, poachers and thieves steal carp for cultural and economic 
reasons, large old fish also die of natural causes. The latter is a key point, and which needs to be 
more widely recognised. 
 
 Otters are a territorial species. If an otter dies, the vacant territory is taken over by another otter 
– a ‘substitution’ effect is at work. 
 
 The type of fish that otters are seen as a problem towards are unequivocally larger specimen 
species, most notably carp and barbel, also tench and pike. Carp are largely fished for in stillwaters 
and barbel in rivers; for practitioners of the respective types of angling the perceived problem of 
otter predation is intertwined with the spaces where their species live. The perceived severity of 
the problem is also connected to the number of angling practitioners, or size of a community, that 
predation will potentially affect. 
 
 For sections of the angling community the otter is perceived as an unwanted predator and killable 
beast in the context of unprotected stillwaters and on rivers where specimen fish are present. In 
rural areas where waters are fenceable, or there are less specimen fish present, the otter is 
generally perceived as unkillable. The angling community are not calling for a national ‘cull’. 
 
 The only effective medium-long term method for preventing predation on stillwater fisheries is 
otter-proof fencing; all other deterrents (acoustic, reflective, scarecrows, dogs, lion dung) are only 
short-term measures, many are unproven. 
 
 A fundamental way of addressing otter misconceptions would be to develop a multi-agency 
communications strategy. Key stakeholders such as the Environment Agency, Angling Trust, 
Natural England, the Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (RSPCA), Royal Society 
for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) and the Wildlife Trust should therefore be invited to participate 
in a focused workshop to develop such a strategy. The workshop would critically consider the key 
messages to be conveyed to the wider public in relation to otter predation, as well as the 
mechanisms to deliver the communications strategy. This would include a focus on addressing 
historical misconceptions concerned with the reintroduction of otters into particular 
environments, the challenges associated with the release of otters that have been subject to 
rehabilitation, and addressing the notion that it is purely the otter that is responsible for the death 
/ decline of large fish in the context of stillwaters. 
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5. Conclusions 
Based on interviewee responses, it was apparent - from the authors perspective - that three key 
themes emerged from the research.: 5.1. Perceptions; 5.2. Spaces; and 5.3. Management implications 
(of perceptions and spaces of the otter). Each is discussed in turn below: 
5.1 Perceptions 
 
 Media perceptions are not always helpful as the aesthetic charisma of the otter is generally 
valued more than socio-economic value of fish, and misconceptions about otter 
reintroductions and otter predation can be widely disseminated. There is a need to signpost 
individuals to existing and new ‘myth busting’ guides that are being produced in relation to 
the otter in order to highlight what we know about the otter, and to underline that economics, 
human-otter histories and otter densities influence stakeholder perceptions on otter 
predation. The Angling Trust’s (2010) Otters: the facts should be reviewed and updated. 
 
 Economics matters – the impact of otters is perceived most in relation to impact on large fish. 
Otter predation can be an economic problem for those with vested interests in specimen 
fishing. Otters can be seen as a predator and culprit, especially in respect of large specimen 
fish in the context of stillwaters and on rivers which cannot be fenced – here seen as more 
killable. In this sense, economics becomes equally as important as protection. Whilst the otter 
is a protected species, it is apparent that it can adversely impact on fisheries and where 
economic costs of predation can be very high. Hence in areas which cannot be fenced, 
discourses around the otter as 'killable' or 'unkillable' can change. 
 
 
 Histories matter – perceptions on the way in which the otter was reintroduced and 
perceptions of longevity in particular areas raises questions about codes of conduct and 
influences human-otter relations. Historical reintroductions of captive-bred otters have left a 
legacy of resentment among angling stakeholders in Suffolk. Alongside the perceived lack of 
consultation and the increased pace of recolonisation, this programme has influenced 
narratives about trust and responsibility in relation to wildlife stakeholders, and led to 
misinformation about the release of otters into the area in the twenty-first century. With 
rehabilitation and release of otters, there is a need for co-produced solutions involving all 
stakeholders and the development and implementation of a ‘code of practice’ for all 
rehabilitation centres to adhere to (and to RSPCA standards). Work on a multi-agency 
communications strategy by a selected group of key stakeholders would be an important step 
in taking this work forward. 
 
 Densities matter – depending on numbers, this also shapes perceptions towards the otter. In 
Somerset, the case study area where there were more positive location records in 2010, there 
was more consensus among stakeholders than Suffolk. This could be due to the fact that 
stakeholders have experienced otter presence for a longer period of time, and have been able 
to adapt to predation as numbers of otters have gradually increased. Although some angling 
stakeholders are calling for localised licenced lethal control for unfenceable spaces, there is 
wider stakeholder agreement on there currently being insufficient knowledge exchange about 
otter predation management, as well as the need for licencing the release of rehabilitated 
otters.  
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 In Kent the distribution and density of otters in locations where present is lower than in the 
other case study areas, and as a result there is less contestation between stakeholders in 
relation to actual predation. However, many individuals are concerned that the numbers of 
otters will increase in the area over time and that predation will become much more of a 
challenge to address. Hence there is a need to consider solutions which ‘head off’ or prevent 
the emergence of such challenges, where possible. In this respect relevant activities or 
measures may include negotiations on the future release of rehabilitated otters which specify 
numbers or an overall 'carrying capacity' for the region; some efforts at fencing (but which 
may be difficult to resource); and developing an effective network between different 
stakeholders to identify and mitigate against areas of concern.  
 
 
5.2. Spaces 
 There are commonalities and differences between the three case study areas in terms of 
spaces which are seen as more or less exclusionary for the Eurasian Otter. The key spaces of 
human-otter conflict relate to the perceived and actual impact of the otter on specimen/large 
fish.   
 
 Rivers are perceived as largely inclusionary spaces for the otter by most stakeholders across 
all case study areas, but this space becomes more exclusionary where some stakeholders view 
otter densities as being too high (Suffolk) or fish stocks being too depleted (Suffolk / 
Somerset). The otter is therefore largely seen as unkillable in such spaces. In Kent relational 
predators such as cormorants are more commonly cited as a problem.  
 
 Stillwaters are generally perceived as more exclusionary spaces for the otter; here the otter is 
seen as being a predator more than anywhere else and across all case study areas. In this 
space the otter is perceived as unkillable, especially where fencing exists, but can be seen as 
a killable culprit for some (Suffolk / Somerset). In Kent, actual predation in such spaces has 
been minimal, but perceptions of an increasing threat has led to immediate calls to exclude 
the otter by fencing. 
 
 A third space – and of increasing relevance - are ornamental (private) fish spaces. Such spaces 
are generally viewed as exclusionary for the otter, but which are important given they are 
presented as evidence of declining fish stocks in rivers and the widespread presence of otters. 
Few stakeholders in Somerset referred to this space, and those in Kent did not – as of yet – 
express concerns at all. 
 
5.3. Management implications (of perceptions and spaces of the otter) 
 A key difference was in relation to the perceptions on the protected status of the otter – 
most angling stakeholders from Suffolk felt the species no longer needed protection, there 
were mixed views in Somerset, and few calls for the removal of protected status in Kent. 
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 There were commonalities between the three case study areas in terms of which 
management strategies are deemed to be effective or not. Otter-proof fencing was seen as 
the only effective current deterrent on stillwaters (including garden ponds), although costs 
can be restrictive, ongoing fence perimeter management must be maintained, and not all 
stillwaters are fenceable. There was consensus among all stakeholders that otter-proof 
fencing should be prioritised in terms of funding on stillwaters. 
 
 River spaces are more challenging. There is a reluctant acceptance that nothing can be done 
on rivers in the short term, but the possibility of longer term solutions need further 
investigation – i.e. for habitat restoration.  
 
 There were commonalities between the three case study areas in terms of stakeholder views 
on management strategies. Angling stakeholders suggested alternative management 
strategies for unfenceable waters, including: localised lethal control, capture and relocation 
(these practices are currently illegal and indeed there is not appetite to seek a change in 
legislation), as well as habitat restoration of unfenceable spaces. Wildlife stakeholders do not 
want otters to become victims of persecution, and only support the latter alternative of 
restoration. The Eurasian Otter is generally seen as unkillable – across a range of stakeholders 
– including anglers. 
 
 Fishery owners and angling clubs would like more access to otter predation management 
knowledge and financial support to implement protective strategies. Continued dialogue 
between angling and wildlife stakeholders should be encouraged through forums such as 
Catchment Partnerships and Fisheries Forums. These forums could also help to share 
specialist knowledge and predation management advice. In addition, those involved in fencing 
activities should be signposted to new information and guidance that is being made available 
– for example, from the Angling Trust and through the Fishery Management Advisors. This 
information can help to provide consistent advice on effective fencing specifications. Finally, 
at a regional level some type of ‘live secure’ system which logs otter sightings (but with 
suitable administration and resourcing in order to maintain the security of information) would 
help communicate where otters have been spotted near fisheries. Such an option could 
benefit unfenced waters as an early warning of recolonisation, and at the very least attempt 
to generate a more collaborative response to issues of otter predation. 
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